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habbat Shalom: You are doing extensive research on the history of religious
liberty. Will you please briefly describe
your research?

Nicholas Miller: I am presently studying the
American colonial period to understand more
fully the religious and theological roots of the
American Constitutional system of church and
state. Many people view the separation of church
and state, or disestablishment as it is often known,
as a primarily secular idea produced by skeptical
enlightenment thought. Religious people, it is often thought, went along with it primarily because
of the practical necessity of doing so in an increasingly religiously diverse and pluralistic country. I
think there is good evidence, however, that there
were principled religious and theological reasons
for separating church and state. These had to do
with the Christian’s right and duty of private biblical interpretation, the sanctity of the conscience

before God, and the priesthood of believers. I
hope to give more prominence to these religious
ideas coming out of the protestant reformation
that influenced constitutional thought. I plan
to do a series of mini-portraits of 18th-century
thinkers, whom I describe as America’s “founding
theologians.” This will include men such as Elisha
Williams, Isaac Backus, and John Witherspoon,
and I will use their lives and thought to trace the
history of these important religious ideas in the
founding of our nation.
Shabbat Shalom: What has motivated you in
this particular interest?
Miller: I worked for a number of years in Washington, D.C., as an attorney and advocate to Congress and the executive branch for principles of
religious liberty. During this time, I became very
aware that American ideas about separation of
church and state were becoming increasingly
viewed as anti-religious. Those defending them
were primarily secular groups, such as the ACLU
and People for the American Way that many
Americans view as hostile to religious people
and beliefs. Very few religious groups in Washington, with the exception of some Baptists and
the Adventists, still supported ideas of separating
church and state as a way of protecting religious
liberty. I wanted to make some efforts to tell the
religious, biblical side of the story of the formation of the U.S. Bill of Rights and the idea of disestablishment.
Shabbat Shalom: What lessons have you
learned from this research that have impacted
your spiritual journey?
Miller: I am very impressed and touched by
the tremendous commitments and sacrifices of
our pioneers who stood for what we often consider abstract principles of freedom and liberty.
Whether it was Roger Williams fleeing into the
wintry wilderness, William Penn leaving his family estates in England for the wilds of Pennsylvania, or puritan Elisha Williams sacrificing his
political career to defend the rights of itinerant
“new light” preachers during the Great Awakening, all these men made very real sacrifices for the
liberty they believed in and that we enjoy today.
Our lives are far more comfortable by compari-

son, and perhaps our regard for liberty and freedom is correspondingly taken for granted. I am
challenged to more greatly appreciate my liberty
in light of their sacrifices.
Shabbat Shalom: How would you define the
concept of “Religious Liberty”?
Miller: I would describe it as the liberty to believe and worship as one’s conscience requires
and not to suffer civil disabilities, discrimination,
penalties, or burdens because of one’s religious
beliefs or be required to support someone else’s
religious beliefs. This by definition includes the
right to freely change one’s religion and to share
one’s religious beliefs with others. It must include
the right to believe and practice one’s religion, although today some would say it only encompasses the right to belief and not necessarily practice.
Of course, no right is absolute, and my religious
liberty does not justify or protect me in harming
someone else. The state can prohibit practices alleged to be religious but which actually cause civil
harm to others, such as ritual murder or the refusal to provide needed medical care to children.
Shabbat Shalom: What are the main symptoms of religious intolerance?
Miller: The more obvious ones would include
harassment, discrimination, and outright persecution of religious minorities. Less obvious, but
still important, would be the creation of a sense
of insider/outsider status based on religion. For
example if a country defines itself as generally
“Christian” or “Muslim” or something else, and
then has formal state ceremonies that include
only the primary religious group’s ceremonies or
symbols.
Shabbat Shalom: Do you perceive these symptoms in the world today?
Miller: Much of the world outside the West has
a lot of the more obvious religious intolerance.
It is a crime to proselytize in most Islamic countries, and converting from Islam is punishable
by death. China has significant restrictions on
religious freedom, and openly persecutes “unapproved religions,” most recently and notably the
Falun Gong movement. In the West, we suffer
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from the second, less obvious kinds of intolerance. Western European nations generally have
various kinds of state churches, and while other
religions generally have the freedom to practice,
they are often viewed as having a second-class
status. This official ordering of religious status at
times breaks out into unofficial persecution and
even violence by members of the public. It seems
that the official ordering can serve as a kind of
justification for those that venture into more
aggressive and violent responses. America has
had less of this official ranking of religion in its
government, but more recently public officials,
including the President, have become more
open and vocal about America’s Christian religious heritage and the desire of the government
to support and even fund the right kind of religious groups. Whether a great unofficial animosity towards minority religions by the public will
follow remains to be seen, but early indications
are that this is a distinct possibility. The war on
terror has certainly produced a wider intolerance of religions from the Middle and Far East.
Shabbat Shalom: Do you perceive these symptoms in your religious community?

Notre Dame University where you are studying?
Miller: This is a different kind of community
from my church. A university community, even
a religious one like Notre Dame, typically has a
wide variety of religious and confessional perspectives—Catholic, Protestant, Jewish, Muslim,
and beyond. We choose to gather on a platform
and forum of what we might term general or natural revelation, rather than special, faith-based
commitments. We are seeking to understand the
world around us in a way that all people regardless of religion and creed can appreciate. By doing
so, we can try to build bridges and common, public areas where dialogue can happen, and where
we can understand each other better. These encounters can lead to an appreciation and sharing
of more confessional perspectives. My experience
at Notre Dame has been very good, very impressive on the whole, and I appreciate the toleration
and sharing I have experienced there.
Shabbat Shalom: What can we do to prevent
religious intolerance among ourselves and others?

Miller: Intolerance is a hu- We are not sent as judges of others
Miller: For me, a very
man condition that we ap- to decide if they are sincere in seekimportant insight is that
ply to those who are difwhile truth is truth, my
ferent from ourselves. It is ing God and truth as they should.
understanding of it is
in every community made
never perfect. The same is
That is God’s job.
up of people, even religious
equally true for others. We
ones. My own is not exempt, although often we
are at various stages of our growth in the knowlare less tolerant of each other than of outsiders!
edge and experience of truth. God has placed us
Whether they are differences of race, sex, or theon this world as fellow travelers to share with
ology, my community needs the grace of God to
others, to increase our grasp on truth, and to help
see past differences to the common humanity that
others increase their grasp. But we are not sent as
we share and that Christ died for. Typically intoljudges of others to decide if they are sincere in
erance is made meaningful by power imbalances,
seeking God and truth as they should. That is
and my church has a polity that is more demoGod’s job. Certainly we should judge their ideas
cratic than some other religious communities. I
and beliefs by those things that God has revealed
think this has made for a community where the
to us. But we cannot judge their hearts and mobody can tolerate differences respectfully while
tivations. Only God knows the paths they have
seeking for a meaningful unity in the truth of
trod and the experiences they have borne. For us
Christ and the Bible. This is not always a reality,
to disagree with their ideas is not intolerant. To
but something I think that most of my church is
treat them without dignity and respect because of
committed towards.
their ideas is intolerant and not justified, whether
by an individual or by a government.
Shabbat Shalom: Do you perceive these symptoms in your academic community, including
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